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REPORT DATE (DD-
African American sailors saw their service as an opportunity to rise above the status of social discrimination and segregation. Because of the shortage of ablebodied seamen in the Union Navy, African Americans were encouraged to join the naval service at a time when the Army and Marine Corps excluded their service. In an effort to attract African American recruits and to have them reenlist when their terms expired, the Navy tended to treat African American sailors with some degree of equality and respect once at sea. African American sailors were messed and quartered alongside their white counterparts. Per the leadership of the ship's captain, segregation and discrimination were regulated or was less prevalent than in 19 th century America.
The accomplishments of the Union Navy had a significant impact on its winning the war. The Union Navy could not have achieved its mission without nearly one-fifth of its total manpower, the African American sailor. Their numbers provided the credible force required to execute the strategic aims of the Anaconda Plan and helped to ensure a Union victory. The service of African American sailors allowed the North to end the war much sooner than it would have without their service, thus preventing an even greater number of loss to human life.
ii of Waters again goes unvexed to the sea," Lincoln said of the Mississippi River. He gave thanks to the Army, then the Navy: "Nor must Uncle Sam' s Web-feet be forgotten. At all the watery margins they have been present. Not only on the deep sea, the broad bay, and the rapid river, but also up the narrow muddy bayou, and wherever the ground was a little damp, they have been, and made their tracks." to slightly less than ten thousand men, based upon his survey of surviving enlistment records. 4 Over the past decade, a research partnership among Howard University, the Department of the Navy, and the National Park Service has made possible an examination of a fuller array of records than earlier researchers, working as individuals, were able to explore. As a result, nearly 18,000 men of African descent (and 11 women) who served in the U.S. Navy during the Civil War have been identified by name. At 20 percent of the Navy's total enlisted force, African
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American sailors comprised a significant portion of the Navy's workforce.
5
A study of the numbers show African Americans were vital to the Navy. The Union Navy required their numbers to man the ships, execute a blockade of more than 3,500 miles, and conduct combined operations with the Army against Confederate forces. African Americans were eager to prove their patriotism; they found a Navy that needed and more readily accepted them in their ranks than did the Army. This opportunity enabled African Americans both slave and free to play an important role in helping the Union to win the Civil War. the Navy had to continuously increase its manpower strength as new ships were built. African
American sailors chose sea life over the land because life at sea offered a greater opportunity for advancement, better pay, and greater security from being captured or placed in bondage.
7
From the Navy's inception, African Americans served, usually in the lowest positions such as cooks, coal heavers, firemen, gunners, powder boys, and stewards. In the state navies, they served in more prominent positions of authority such as seamen, coxswains, quartermasters, Marines and even pilots of naval vessels. Privateers received the most number of African Americans mainly because these ships were privately owned and manned. A ship's captain of a merchant vessel was also less likely to ask probing questions about the status of his crew, as long as they served well. In addition, the financial rewards for work on a privateer were far greater 9 Aptheker, "The Negro in the Union Navy," 170-171. 10 The Army followed strict interpretation of the language within the Militia Act of 1792, "each and every free ablebodied white male citizen of the respective States" as opposed to the Navy who continued to enlist freed African Americans into its ranks. The decision to use the Negro … did not necessarily grow out of any broad humanitarian resolve; it seems to have come more largely of the dawning realization that, since the Confederates were going to kill a great man more Union soldiers before the war was over, a good many white men would escape death if a considerable percentage of those soldiers were colored. Even as African Americans were being denied service in the Union Army ranks, the Union Navy opened its doors wide; this was in keeping with its policies of previous conflicts.
Navy recruiters could not afford to refuse the enlistments of free African Americans, but the Army recruiters could initially because they had little trouble filling their ranks. White volunteers flocked to Army recruiting stations in large numbers. The Navy on the other hand, found it harder and harder to recruit white sailors to man its decks at a time when new ships were being built daily to strengthen the fleet for the blockade; it had to rely once again on the manpower of African Americans to fill its ranks. Such a move was more agreeable to the general population because arming sailors for sea duty was viewed quite differently than arming soldiers for battle on land.
The discriminatory perception by the white population and the patriotism of African Americans would serve as a force multiplier to help the Navy move forward in reaching its 23 James M. McPherson, Battle Cry of Freedom: The Civil War Era (New York: Ballantine Books, 1988), 563; Lanning, The African-American Soldier, 34. After taking office, Stanton was convinced that the war would soon be over and closed down the government recruiting offices in the spring of 1862. When he realized his mistake, he finally advocated the recruitment of African Americans to President Lincoln. required manpower numbers. Secretary of the Navy Gideon Welles, eager to secure and maintain African American manpower would make the most of the opportunity presented to him by President Lincoln and the Army's stiff handed approach to minority recruitment.
Chapter 3 ENLISTMENTS
The Civil War North was not a utopia for African Americans, free or slave. Dr. John S.
Rock, a physician, attorney, and prominent leader of the African American community and abolitionist movement in Boston during the Civil War wrote:
The present position of the colored man is a trying one; trying because the whole nation seems to have entered into a conspiracy to crush him. But few seem to comprehend our position in the free States. The masses seem to think that we are oppressed only in the South. This is a mistake; we are oppressed everywhere in this slavery-cursed land.
24
Rock's comments revealed that while technically free, northern African Americans were viewed as second-class citizens. Existing laws throughout the North confined them to segregated railway cars, stagecoaches, churches, schools, prisons, hospitals, and even cemeteries. Their status in the North excluded them from most decent paying jobs. Menial, low-paying jobs such as waiters, barbers, mariners, porters, and cooks were the norm with little chance of upward mobility or higher standard of living. 25 In spite of the discriminating treatment they faced in the North, African Americans were still willing to serve in the Navy to gain a better chance at improving their lives economically, socially, and militarily.
African Americans enlisted in the Union Navy in large numbers. 27 Recruitment of whites was still low because most northerners believed that the war would be over in a matter of months and that a two or three year enlistment was just too long to endure the harsh conditions of Navy living. Freedmen on the other hand, would prove to be one the best sources of personnel for the Navy's recruiting efforts.
Seafaring had become a way of life for many African American sailors who were barred initially from joining the Union Army. Joining the Navy had become the only way to get into the fight for freedom against the Confederate States. Even fugitive slaves were allowed to enlist in the Navy in 1861 well before African American soldiers were allowed to enlist. The Army's reluctance resulted in the fugitives flocking in large numbers to naval vessels at a time when their manpower was needed most.
As word passed throughout the South that Union naval vessels were taking on African An incentive on a recruiting station poster in Salem, Massachusetts listed the following, "$50,000,000 PRIZES! Already captured, a large share of which is awarded to Ships Crews. The laws for the distributing of Prize money carefully protects the rights of all the captures" in efforts to influence enlistees to join the Navy vice the Army. Despite these efforts, naval enlistments never met overall personnel needs during the war, though the enlistment of African Americans contributed tremendously toward the overall manpower deficiency. It is not the policy of the Government to invite or encourage this class of desertions, and yet, under the circumstances, no other course than that pursued by Commander Glisson could be adopted without violating every principle of humanity.
To return them would be impolitic as well as cruel, and, as you remark, "they may be made serviceable on board our storeships," you will do well to employ them.
I am, respectfully, your obedient servant, boat, containing four Negroes, with a white flag flying on the staff, and pulling for the ship. I took them on board; found them intelligent; they gave me useful information; and one of them informed me he had been as pilot to the steam tug…. We now have sixteen Negroes on board this vessel; who are consuming our provisions and water faster than I think desirable… four fine-looking Negroes, contraband of war have just arrived….
33
In response to the large numbers of contraband slaves arriving daily to board naval vessels, the Secretary of the Navy finally issued the following order to Admiral Goldsborough regarding the enlistment of contrabands in the United States Navy:
Sir: The Department finds it necessary to adopt a regulation with respect to the large and increasing number of persons of color, commonly known as contraband, now subsisted at the navy yard and on board ships of war. These can neither be expelled from the service to which they have resorted, nor can they be maintained unemployed, and it is not proper that they should be compelled to render necessary and regular services without a stated compensation. You are therefore authorized, when their services can be made useful, to enlist them for the naval service, under the same forms and regulations as apply to other enlistments. They will be allowed, however, no higher rating than "boys," at a compensation of $10 per month and one ration a day. I am, respectfully, your obedient servant, Gideon Welles 34 African Americans, slave and free, were now officially authorized to enlist in the Union Navy by official order of the Secretary of the Navy. Advancement and payment instruction limits were clearly stated by the Secretary, but very seldom were they strictly adhered to. As the demands of the Navy continued to increase to meet the needs of the war, so did official naval policy concerning African American sailors and their will to fight. 33 From reports of various officers, {ORN}, VI, 81, [85] [86] 95, 107, [113] [114] The navy rates them as boys; they get $10 a month, and are entitled to all the privileges of ships' crews, and besides, have absolute control of the earnings of their own labor, which must operate as a powerful incentive to prefer the sea to the land service, when in the latter only $2 per month is the amount they realize [after clothing and subsistence].
37
African Americans who preferred serving their country on the high seas instead of the Army found it more of an incentive monetarily in one respect as the above report revealed.
The pay scale varied significantly between African Americans and whites. In 1862, a white enlisted sailor's pay rate ranged from $45 per month for a yeoman to $8 or $9 per month for a boy on a ship of the line. A white seaman (also rated as a coal heaver) earned $18, an ordinary seaman, $14. The landsman (equivalent to Seaman Third Class) rated $12 per month.
Sea pay for the average sailor was low, even by the standards of the time, particularly so for the African American sailor whose pay was officially restricted to not more than $10 per month.
The typical wages for civilian jobs however, were much higher ranging from $45 to $68 per month for the average white employee. 38 Aboard most ships, African Americans served as coal heavers, which drew more than double the pay they could get in the Army. 39 Overall, sailors were able to earn somewhat of a decent living and were treated more fairly, depending on their rank. For the plan to effectively work, it was necessary to blockade more than 3,500 Plan. Initially, the Navy had 90 vessels, 42 of them were commissioned for active service, and only 24 of them were steamers in which to execute the plan. Under Welles' guidance, the Navy began the massive expansion of its fleet. The expansion grew rapidly, largely because of the North's manufacturing superiority. By December of 1861, the number of ships had grown to 264 and by December, 1864, the United States Navy maintained a force of over 671 ships which made it the second largest navy in the world behind Great Britain. 45 The continual growth of the Navy required a significant increase in the number of sailors needed to man these ships. As the Navy struggled to obtain white recruits, African American sailors would remain in high demand.
Chapter 4 THE BLOCKADE AND LIFE AT SEA
A representative percentage of the number of African Americans serving in various blockade squadrons in support of the Anaconda Plan during the second quarter of 1864 is shown in Table 2 .
As the Anaconda Plan began to take hold, hyperinflation became a significant factor in the South due to an increased shortage of food, guns, supplies and ammunition for the war effort. cotton and other goods to sustain its economy. Europe had officially recognized the blockade and reduced the amount of imports into the South. The Confederates began to suffer tremendously financially. 46 The inability of the South to ship out large amounts of its principal cotton export meant that the Confederate government was deprived of its chief source of revenue. Taxes could not be paid and Confederate money was being reduced to worthless pieces of paper. The cost to feed a typical family in the South shows how drastic the situation was regarding the economic hardship the South was now facing. The depreciation and the shortage of essential goods meant that prices for goods had reached astronomically high levels. 47 (See Table 3 ).
Major General Ulysses S. Grant recorded the most prominent highlight of the Anaconda Plan with the siege of Vicksburg, Mississippi. Unable to penetrate the strong and determined defenses of Vicksburg, on 22 May, 1863, Grant and Rear Admiral David D. Porter devised a plan to cut all food and supplies going into the city. Admiral Porter provided 13 heavy naval guns from his squadron and the crews to man them. As noted earlier, approximately 23 percent of Porter's total manpower within his squadron consisted of African American sailors.
Their service in the campaign supplied the bodies the Navy needed to conduct combined operations with the Army, which contributed significantly to the eventual surrender of Vicksburg by Lieutenant General John C. Pemberton on July 4, 1863. Grant and Porter's success won the Mississippi River and placed it back in Union hands. Giving praise to the Navy, Grant later remarked, "The navy … was all it could be, during the entire campaign. Without its assistance, the campaign could not have been successfully made with twice the number of men engaged. It could not have been made at all…." 49 The strategy of exhaustion, relying "on the sure operation of a complete blockade" and "a powerful movement down the Mississippi" by an expedition of up to 20 steamboats and a 60,000-man army to "envelop the insurgent states and bring them to terms with less bloodshed than by any other plan" had prevailed and placed the North on the road to victory. With the enlistment of thousands of former slaves, a certain amount of discriminatory practices would eventually surface in the Union Navy. These practices prevailed and remained prevalent though it was much less than that which generally observed in the Union Army or in 19 th century American civil society. Most regulations that limited the positions of African Americans were not eagerly enforced. Even contrabands were occasionally employed in tasks that normally required men having a higher rating; these jobs often received higher pay.
Generally however, contrabands were given jobs of the lowest rank and in most cases, those jobs were particularly laborious, unhealthy and dangerous work. The desire to be able to support a family and to live free from bondage, relatively safe from capture were incentives that reduced desertion among African Americans to a large degree as compared to their white counterparts.
Discrimination that did exist toward African Americans surprisingly originated from the officer ranks more so than from the enlisted crew. Some naval officers were apparently more prejudiced than others, Admiral David Dixon Porter was one such officer. 53 His use of the expression "niggers" and the distinction he drew between men and "darkies" in written communications to a superior officer served as evidence that prejudice was alive and well in some quarters of the Union officer ranks. He instructed that contrabands were to receive no more than $9 per month, an order issued after the Navy Department had announced a revised policy of enlisting them with ratings up to landsmen (who were paid $12 per month) and first class boys who were to receive $10 per month. 54 This would seem to have no other explanation than bigotry. As commander of the Mississippi squadron, Porter issued a general order instituting "Jim Crowism," strict segregation and a three-class system (officer, white enlisted men, & African American sailors) aboard ships in his charge.
In July 1863, he announced "owning to the increasing sickness in the squadron, and the scarcity of men, it becomes necessary for the efficiency of the vessels to use the contrabands to a greater extent than before." He went on to remark that white men, when performing strenuous labor under a Southern sun seemed most prone to disease, and that, therefore, African Americans only were to be used under such conditions, with "every precaution being taken to keep [whites] from being taken sick." African Americans might be used "to defend the vessels" where required by personnel shortages. This policy, it was carefully explained, was "dictated by necessity," yet it was "believed that in cases of emergency the [African Americans would] make efficient men." Porter announced that contrabands might be promoted to all ranks except that of petty officers, first class firemen, and seamen. The last two exceptions were in direct violation of Navy Department policy. His order also remarked:
Only clothes enough will be issued to them to make the m comfortable until they are out of debt and in all cases they must be kept distinct from the rest of the crew. They can be stationed at guns when vacancies exist, to pass shots and powder, and handspikes, at train-tackles and side-tackles, pumps, and fire buckets; and can be exercised separately at great guns and small arms. 55 Porter ended his statement by asserting that African Americans "are not naturally clean"
and that therefore, "great attention will be necessary" on the part of the officers to make and keep them so. He remarked that, " [t] [from] committing excesses" than to wage war against the Confederates.
57 Racism did exist aboard naval vessels; the extent to which it was widely displayed aboard Union naval vessels 54 Porter to Foote, May 16, 1863 , {ORN}, XXIV, 678. 55 General Order No. 76, off Vicksburg, July 26, 1863 Porter to Parker, Hampton Roads, November 24, 1864, {ORN}, XI, 90-91. was nearly nonexistent in official naval records. Of the more than 600 Union ships serving during the war, attitudes such as Admiral Porter's could be considered isolated cases of blatant racism toward African Americans. Typically, African American sailors were considered as "able-bodied hands" not faces, the hands necessary to get the job done. "Their attitude toward authority, … and their expressive work-songs were shared across the color line" in helping to unify the ships' crews. 58 Life among the crew was seldom highlighted as an untenable issue.
The real problem, when it did exist, lay with the attitudes of the officers in general and the ship's commanding officer in particular. The rating of pilot for African American sailors had not been approved by the Navy Department and was thus a violation of a direct order given by the Secretary of the Navy Welles.
However, the skill and competence that these men displayed to their white counterparts could not be overlooked even by some of the highest-ranking officers in the naval service during the war.
whip on the berth deck, LAWSON, upon regaining his composure, promptly returned to his station and, [sic] although urged to go below for treatment, steadfastly continued his duties throughout the remainder of the action. The examples above highlight the sense of dedication, commitment, and desire for freedom that many African Americans hoped to achieve during the Civil War. In the face of adversity and in most cases severe harm, they were willing to take the chance to achieve a better way of life. The roles portrayed by African American sailors during this time in our nation's history opened many doors for those who would assume their role. U.S. Naval intelligence benefited tremendously from the daring acts of African American men and women who were willing to risk their lives in order to preserve the Union in hopes for a better life.
68 Medal of Honor, [34] [35] Individually, their bravery was typical of the sailors who served. Collectively, the y indicated the patriotic fever that existed; they had strength for the fight. The records reflect that African Americans willingly did their fair share, acquitting themselves with honor in battle.
Such efforts contributed mightily to the Union's strategic strategy for winning the war. The opportunity to learn a skilled trade or to receive special training was a huge benefit for African Americans in the Navy. This was good because many of them had little to no education and often lacked the financial means to pursue higher learning. A naval tradition formed over the years as the Navy kept its doors open to able-bodied sailors willing to serve fully integrated into shipboard life. This tradition resulted in a familiarity with naval service that most African
American sailors could identify with and learn to accept.
A comparable standard of living and quality of life could be seldom duplicated in civilian society. Naval service was the only alternative that African Americans had which would allow them the opportunity to be placed to some extent, on equal footing with their white counterparts.
Although life aboard ship was harsh and unaccommodating, African Americans were integrated into ship life and positions of authority in all but the officer ranks. Naval vessels provided a sense of security for former slaves and Freedmen, but most importantly better living conditions compared to bondage. Their Army counterparts constantly faced the possibility of being pulled into slavery or killed if captured on land by Confederates. In addition, the Union Army lost roughly one in every fifteen soldiers to disease, while the Navy lost only one in forty sailors.
Combat death rates were one in nine for the Army but only one in sixty-five for the Navy. The war at sea was important in deciding the outcome in favor of the Union. African
American sailors helped the Union to exploit its naval and maritime advantage to turn the war on land to its advantage. African Americans provided the numbers required for the Anaconda Plan to blockage the Confederate coast, which kept the Confederacy from selling its cotton crops aboard and gaining money to finance its war effort. While some blockade-runners did get through, it became more difficult as the Navy's ships increased and the blockade became stronger. 70 Once the Union Navy controlled the coast, it had the capability to project land forces along the Confederate's 3,500 miles of coastline.
In the interior waters along the Mississippi River, African American sailors comprised 23 percent of the crews. As part of Union naval and land forces working in combined operations, and a shortage of goods. African American sailors helped to end the war sooner, and thereby saved lives. They paved the way for the principles and freedoms we enjoy today as citizens of the United States. They were Americans before all else, not only to save the Union but to break the bonds of slavery.
